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National Statement and Profiles 
The publication of the National Statements and Profiles documents in 1994 
marked the culmination of significant and historic collaborations between the 
Commonwealth, States and Territories.  The resulting Health and Physical 
Education Statement is a broad curriculum framework underpinned by the key 
principles of diversity, social justice and supportive environments.  These 
principles were significant in guiding and developing learning experiences, 
knowledge, skills, and values within HPE programs.  
State and Territory curriculum frameworks followed with the same commitment 
to social justice, and inclusivity.  Thus reflecting common understandings that 
schools do not operate in isolation from wider society and are central to 
creating fairer societies.  These documents acknowledge the social construction 
of inequality and that curriculum content and practices can simultaneously 
privilege or marginalise particular groups.  Recognising diversity is identified as 
particularly significant as is gaining knowledge of other cultures, and valuing 
alternative perspectives.  
                                                     
1  Forthcoming chapter in Tinning, MacCuaig & Hunter (eds) Teaching Health & 
Physical Education in Australian Primary Schools. To be published by Pearson Australia. 
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Given the autonomy of each State and Territory education authority there is 
considerable variability in communicating policies and practices around social 
justice and inclusivity.  This ranges from stated principles of social justice to 
more explicit identification of equity perspectives (Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples, Multicultural, Gender, Socio-economic, Disability and Rural and 
Isolated) and ideas as to how to embed inclusivity within pedagogy and practice. 
Social justice and inclusivity present significant implications for all who teach 
Health and Physical Education.  The ultimate challenge is to truly value and 
believe in inclusivity then commit to actions and pedagogies that recognise and 
celebrate student diversity.  Ultimately inviting engagement with critical theory 
and pedagogies.  
Critical Pedagogy & Critical Theory  
Critical theory provides a lens that draws attention to the relationships between 
ideology, power and culture (Macdonald, 2001; Wink, 2000).  It encourages 
teachers to ask questions and reflect on learning episodes in terms of:  
• What knowledge and skills are being valued?  
• Who is being privileged because of these values orientations?  
• What is happening for those not privileged? 
• What is the role of schooling in the construction of a child’s identity? 
These questions help teachers to think broadly and deeply about how gender, 
race, religion and disability influence and possibly restrict learning opportunities 
for some. The kind of deep reflection instigated by critical theory can provide 
an impetus for ‘doing things differently’ within planning and delivery of health 
and physical education. The kind of pedagogy that evolves from critical theory 
intends to challenge and alter inequalities in a practical way and make learning 
experiences inclusive, better and fairer for all. 
This chapter will focus on some of the groups that have in the past been 
described as excluded or marginalised by traditional practices in physical 
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education.  It will trace and describe their special circumstances as well as 
identify their cultural and educational needs. In attempting to understand the 
nature and meaning of physical education from the perspectives of marginalised 
students a number of commonalities and collective principles will be identified 
and applied to underpin ‘inclusive’ practice in health and physical education.  
Gender and Physical Education 
Traditional views of gender have generally been expressed in terms of 
difference or ‘opposites’.  They have assumed dissimilar interests, abilities and 
potential for boys compared to girls which were thought to be innate and fixed 
(Clark, 1987; Davies, 1989).  
More recent attempts to understand gender focus on the ‘social construction of 
gender’ and the ways gender is learned, experienced, performed and ‘lived’ in 
different social contexts (Alloway, 1995; Chodorow, 1995; Davies, 1989).  It is 
understood that children learn from a young age that their behaviour and action 
needs to be consistent with cultural understandings of masculinity and 
femininity.  Significant others, institutions, the media and social structures 
contribute powerfully to this process and influence how girls and boys see 
themselves and each other (Alloway, 1995; Grieshaber, 1998).  
By the time children enter school the construction of specific gender behaviour 
is well advanced.  It is evident in boys' emphasis of strength, power, use of 
space, competition and motor ability.  Girls, conversely, epitomise gender in their 
emphasis on rhythm, words, partial body use, and cooperative learning (Clark, 
1987).  These differentiated skills and experiences reinforce stereotypes and 
initiate acceptance of 'natural' activities for boys and different ones for girls 
(Scraton, 1990).   
Traditional understandings around gender underpinned the evolution of 
different forms of physical education for males and females.  The assumptions 
that all boys possessed attributes of strength, competitiveness and aggression 
while girls inhered greater potential for grace, flexibility, balance and control 
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perpetuated narrow stereotypes and ignored diversity within each gender 
(Scraton, 1993; Tinning, Macdonald, Wright, & Hickey, 2001).  Consequently 
choices made available to boys and girls around physical activity have historically 
been narrow and limited.  
During the seventies and eighties, notions of 'equal opportunity' (liberal 
feminism) supported coeducational physical education.  The assumption was that 
equal access would lead to equal outcomes (Hall, 1996; Lenskyj, 1990; Wright, 
1996a).  However, in many ways physical education experiences conflicted with 
girls’ understandings of femininity.  They participated in forms of physical 
education that centralised competitive team games where elements of speed, 
strength and domination were celebrated.  While some girls participated happily 
others were increasingly identified as the ‘problem’ due to their reluctance to 
participate and diminished outcomes (Williams & Bedward, 2002; Wright, 1996b; 
1997).  While boys generally, monopolised activity environments, those who were 
small or lower in skill were also alienated and inhibited from ‘trying’. 
The social construction of gender draws attention to ways in which society 
creates difference, and how these differences can be used positively and 
negatively (Henderson & Bialeschki, 1994).  The notion that gender identities 
and behaviours are not fixed or innate but constructed and performed offers 
real possibilities towards inclusive practice.  In working towards inclusion and 
meaningful experiences, regardless of gender, a number of possibilities are 
presented for the construction and delivery of physical education. 
• Help students accept that there are multiple ways of being girls and of 
being boys. Model this behaviour and resist making assumptions about or 
comparisons between the efforts and achievements of girls and boys 
• Include and value alternative forms of physical activity that do not 
exaggerate difference but encourage both sexes to enjoy and 
participate. Emphasise a broad range of movement forms and ensure 
balance between competitive and cooperative activities.  
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• Provide ‘safe’ and harassment free learning environments and actively 
involve students in establishing and maintaining standards of behaviour. 
• Involve students in decision making about the content of health and 
physical education to value and include diverse interests and desires.  
Girls do enjoy and engage in active pursuits but their interests, skills and ways 
of being active need to be valued and celebrated within and health and physical 
education curriculum. 
Ethnicity and Physical Education  
Diverse meanings are associated with physical activity and various activities are 
popular within different cultures.  Physical education in Australia has 
traditionally been insensitive to these cultural differences (Tinning et al., 2001).  
In working with children of different ethnic backgrounds problems stem from 
narrow and stereotypical understandings about activity profiles of particular 
ethnic groups.  In researching the experiences of Asian students in physical 
education, Lovell (1991) and Lewis (1979) found that teachers generally believed 
that Asian girls were ‘usually small and quite frail’.  Consequentially they were 
not encouraged to become involved in vigorous activity nor internalise an active 
physical identity.  
Similarly, badminton, tennis and squash were sports seen as ‘fitting’ for Asian 
children.  While Asian communities are very attuned to the prevention of illness 
(Johnson, 2000) some children seem reluctant to engage in physical education.  
This might be attributed to different beliefs and preferences about physical 
activity.  It might equally be attributed to embarrassment, shyness, personal 
experiences of racism, lack of encouragement and expectation to achieve by 
teachers and parents (Fleming, 1993).  Importantly, no cultural or religious 
reasons ‘prohibit’ these children from engagement with activity.  Traditionally a 
small number of culturally determined games and physical skills dominate 
physical education.  For children of Asian backgrounds these movement forms 
 6
may not have the same cultural meaning nor fulfill their needs and desire to be 
physically active.  
In some cultures certain activities are problematic and cause stress and anxiety 
for students as participation can contravene family, religious or social rules.  
This is particularly so for Muslim children who are often cast as ‘problems’ in 
physical education settings (Carroll & Hollinshead, 1993; Kahan, 2003; Tinning et 
al., 2001).  Few teachers are aware of the complexities that physical education 
contexts may present these children.  For example, during Ramadam, most 
Muslim families insist children go without food or water from sunrise to sunset 
(Kahan, 2003).  During this time activities like swimming are problematic because 
water must not enter their mouth.  Additionally strenuous activities can cause 
fatigue and dehydration.  The dilemma these children experience is that they 
are often seen as ‘not trying’.  
Where race and gender intersect there is potential conflict for female Muslim 
students.  Muslim girls have particular restrictions placed upon them regarding 
presentation of their bodies as well as how they spend their time.  They are 
expected to cover their bodies and limbs at all times and must not be in the 
company of males in informal settings (Kahan, 2003).  The Muslim community 
sees these restrictions as positive action to protect values and culture.  
However when physical education experiences require these girls to expose 
their bodies in any way there can be real feelings of guilt and shame, especially 
in the company of males or in open fields where they are accessible to public 
viewing (Carroll & Hollinshead, 1993).  
In attempting to make physical education more meaningful for students from 
diverse ethnic backgrounds one child in Carroll and Hollinshead’s (1993) study 
suggested teachers “should talk to us” (Page no.).  In taking up this advice a 
number of possibilities for creating a more inviting physical activity culture 
while still respecting cultural boundaries can be identified. 
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• Gain an understanding of ethnic communities and the dilemmas that 
ethnic children experience in physical education. Confront the often, 
unintentional racial practices of teachers as well as stereotypical 
assumptions made about children’s readiness to engage and potential skill. 
• Respect diversity by including content and forms of physical activity that 
are valued within cultures outside our own. 
• Eradicate harassment and racism on any level, engage in regular dialogue 
regarding tolerance and sensitivity and provide ‘safe’ environments for all 
children. 
Disability and physical education 
While in the past, education policies and practices focused on segregating and 
educating students with disabilities in ‘special schools’ or ‘special classes’ there 
has been a progressive change to integrating these students into regular schools 
and classrooms (Tinning et al., 2001).  This presents significant ideological and 
pedagogical challenges as well as opportunities for all teachers.  
Children with disabilities participate in physical activities for the same reasons 
as their able peers (Hastings, 2001). They share the same interests, needs, 
concerns, enjoyment and benefits from physically active lifestyles (Australian 
Sports Commission, 2001; Gallahue & Cleland-Donnelly, 2003).  Moreover within 
the provisions of the 1992 Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) they share the 
same rights to opportunities for physical activity.  
Historically a medical model, of disability has focused on labeling and 
categorising disabilities through comparisons with dominant notions of normality.  
Children with disabilities were seen as ‘lacking’ and needing to ‘catch up with the 
able bodied world’ (Australian Sports Commission, 2001 p.5).  In contrast more 
recent understandings of disability apply a social/human rights model with a 
focus on ‘ability’ and what students ‘can do’, learn and accomplish (Clarke & Nutt, 
1999). This perspective encourages teachers to gain understandings and 
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knowledge about each student’s ability, needs, and learning styles whilst 
establishing and maintaining supportive learning environments. 
Give it a Go (the revised edition of Willing and Able), a project of the Australian 
Sports Commission’s Disability Education Program, provides teachers with 
clearly articulated knowledge and guidelines for providing meaningful and 
inclusive physical activity experiences for students with disabilities.  These 
guidelines argue for a balance between meeting the potential and needs of all 
students whilst maintaining the integrity of any activity.  In attaining this 
balance any modification of activities should reflect the goals of learning 
programs, be challenging for all and value difference (Australian Sports 
Commission, 2001).  
Recommendations and principles by Clarke and Nutt (1997), Tinning et al (2001) 
and Gallahue & Cleland-Donnelly (2003) underpin possibilities for inclusion of 
students with disabilities in physical education classes.  
• Avoid making assumptions about ability based on labels and categories.  
Focus on what students can do.  Present challenging movement 
experiences within the range of student’s capabilities. 
• Be prepared to adapt tasks through reducing the demands presented by 
one or more aspects of a task.  The acronym TREE facilitates 
modification.  T= teaching strategies; R = rules, game or activity 
structure; E = the activity environment, surfaces, net heights, space 
required and E = equipment used.   
• Use diverse teaching strategies including, peer teaching, multi ability 
grouping and problem solving.  Present a wide variety of movement 
experiences that inhere choice and opportunities to explore capabilities 
and break down artificial limitations associated with disability. 
• Employ multiple modes of communication when presenting tasks and 
providing feedback.  Use visual, auditory and physical communication.  
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• Provide safe and supportive learning environments where students are 
able to negotiate the nature and extent of their participation and are 
treated with respect.  Encourage the development of independence 
rather than dependence. 
All students can gain from the inclusion of students with disabilities in regular 
physical education classes.  Able-bodied students learn to appreciate 
differences and develop tolerance.  Whilst students with disabilities can enjoy 
positive interaction with others, develop movement skills and enhance levels of 
physical activity.  With regard to children with disabilities, inclusion must be 
thought of as an ongoing process or attitude and not as a ‘placement’ within a 
‘normal’ setting. 
Aboriginal students and physical education  
Contrary to common stereotypes, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (ATSI) 
students are not a homogenous group.  Diversity in language, cultural practices, 
geographic location (Sanderson & Thomson, 2003) underpin the experiences, 
identity and perspectives these students bring to schools.   
Importantly these diverse experiences, perspectives and cultural 
understandings have been ignored and are predominantly absent from 
mainstream Health and Physical Education programs.  Schools are places where 
the work of identity construction is carried out and given the dearth of ATSI 
movement culture, dance and language from mainstream Health and Physical 
Education ATSI students are denied particular opportunities to construct 
positive self-identities.  In some cases the self-esteem and identity developed 
through schooling can actually contradict the sense of identity these same 
students develop within families and communities.  
Whilst AISI students are diverse in nature and attitude to physical education 
some commonalities are apparent in their experiences of schooling and 
development of cultural identity.  For some giving direct eye contact is 
disrespectful and this can be misinterpreted as lacking interest or respect.  
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Exposing upper and lower limbs, as in swimming, can also cause shame.  Shyness 
is common for many ATSI students so much so that the process of being singled 
out, even for praise can cause considerable stress and embarrassment.  ATSI 
students also continue to experience unchecked racism in classrooms, 
schoolyards and sporting fields.  These experiences undermine self-efficacy and 
contribute to the ongoing suspicion with which many ATSI families engage with 
schools. 
When negative experiences intersect with one or more circumstances of ongoing 
poverty, structural unemployment or poor health, the complexities of issues and 
disadvantage facing ATSI students become desperately apparent.  Schools and 
education have played a role in the contemporary silencing, marginalisation and 
positioning of ATSI students as deficient and problematic.  (Brady & Kennedy, 
1999).  This disadvantage is socially constructed not biologically determined 
(Herbert, 1997; Brady & Kennedy, 1999). 
Whilst simplistic solutions to overcoming disadvantage and marginalisation do not 
exist, possibilities do exist for creating safe, inclusive and meaningful physical 
education experiences for ATSI students.   
• Appreciate the particularities, knowledge and strengths ATSI students 
and families possess. What they have to say is a starting point for 
‘beginning to redress the problems they themselves articulate’(Brady & 
Kennedy, 1999 p.32). 
• Learn about cultural mores, expectations, and practices that underpin 
students’ lives. Establish partnerships and involve individuals from 
particular communities. 
• Investigate traditional and holistic approaches to health that incorporate 
spiritual, emotional, physical and environmental notions of well-being. 
• Include ATSI games, dance and movement forms as valued components of 
the curriculum. Traditional games ‘provide a link between sport, culture 
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and identity and young people enjoying the games are gaining an insight 
into and knowledge of indigenous culture, both past and present (Mance, 
2000, p6).’ 
• Employ multiple and diverse approaches to teaching, learning and 
assessment that include peer teaching, group work, multiple entry points 
and integration across the curriculum. Acquire specific knowledge about 
individual learning needs and styles. 
• Respect for all as a basic right and affirm students so as to foster a 
positive sense of self-efficacy.   
Whilst aiming to include and present meaningful learning experiences it is 
important to maintain the right for ATSI students to remain culturally 
different and self-determining as their history underpins their identity. 
Physical Education for all children – “They should talk to us”  
Education is central to creating fairer societies and inclusion is core business 
for all teachers.  Students will continue to be disadvantaged if structures and 
programs are designed for one dominant group without problematising what is 
‘normal’.  Inclusive practices are those that challenge the norm and position the 
‘other’ as included, valued and important.  Inclusive practices are those that are 
responsive to and celebrate difference.  Strategies for creating inclusive health 
and physical education ‘ask the right questions’ so that teachers can challenge 
and alter inequalities in practical ways and give students positive messages about 
self worth and physical development.  A number of interrelated factors 
determine and influence the way children negotiate health and physical 
education.  The discrete but interrelated themes of Teacher, Curriculum, 
Pedagogies, Culture and Relationships frame critical questions that underpin 
movement towards making health and physical education safe, fair and inclusive. 
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Teacher 
• Does the teacher work ‘with’ students to construct meaningful and 
relevant learning experiences?   
• Do interactions with students encourage appreciation of alternate 
positions and meanings attached to physical experiences? 
• Is time taken to evaluate beliefs around gender, race and ability? 
Curriculum 
• What knowledge and skills are valued?  
• Who is being privileged because of these values orientations?  
• Is there a balance between cooperative and competitive activities? 
• Are forms of movement promoted that value and celebrate cultural or 
social diversity and knowledge students bring to school?  
Pedagogy 
• Is there a focus on what students ‘can’ do over what they ‘cannot’?   
• Are multiple entry points, learning styles and pathways catered for? 
• Which practices marginalise or exclude students? 
• Do teacher directed methods dominate or are alternative, student 
centred teaching strategies employed?  
Culture 
• Are learning environments safe and inclusive of all? 
• How are subtle forms of harassment that undermine students’ sense of 
identity and efficacy eradicated? 




• In what ways are skills in social responsibility, listening and empathy 
developed?  
• How can a sense of community be developed? 
• Are students positioned in stereotypical or homogenous ways? 
Finally, How is the notion that the ‘problem’ rests with the child or group 
challenged?  It’s easy!  “Just talk to them”.  After all our students are 
resources to be valued and developed not a problem to be managed (Penny 2000; 
Tinning et al, 2001). 
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